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Cuban relations with Canada, already cooled by disagreements over human rights issues, were
further strained by press coverage of defections at the Pan American Games held in Winnipeg,
Canada. Members of the track and field team, a gymnast, a pistol shooter, two soccer players, a
basketball player, a reporter for Radio Rebelde, and a softball coach sought asylum in Canada before
the games ended Aug.8. Media attention was focused on defections from the outset as Cuban pistol
shooter Abel Juncosa Reyes asked for asylum three days before the start of competition.
Cuban authorities criticized the local press for running stories they said encouraged defection,
including a story in The Winnipeg Sun on how officials would handle defections. Underneath
an account of the Cuban complaints, the Sun published an entry form for a "count-the-defectors
contest," offering a free trip to Cuba as the prize for correctly guessing the number of Cuban
athletes who would defect before the games ended. Canadian newspapers ran headlines that often
concentrated more on the defections than the games.
One headline read "Cuban Defects: Game Within the Games Begins." Jose Ramon Fernandez,
president of the Cuban Olympic Committee, complained at a press conference that scouts were
offering million-dollar contracts to Cuban athletes and coaches. Ninoska Perez, an official of
the Miami-based Cuban American National Foundation (CANF), was in Winnipeg and helped
basketball player Juan Leopoldo Vazquez when he defected Aug. 7.

Castro calls Canada "enemy territory"
In his July 26 speech commemorating the beginning of the Cuban Revolution in 1953, President
Fidel Castro commented on what he called the "abusive and treacherous actions" at the games.
"We have never seen so many tricks, so much filth in the Pan American Games," he said. "We are
competing in enemy territory." He condemned both the efforts to recruit Cuban athletes and rules
changes that he said were intended to force Cuban teams out of the 2000 Olympics.
The heads of all 42 national delegations at the games supported the Cuban claim that athletes
were being induced to defect. In a statement issued Aug. 1, they called the practice of aggressive
recruitment "negative actions that have affected not only Cuba, but all of the Americas, and have
interfered with the Olympic movement and the spirit of equality and good sportsmanship."
The Manitoba-Cuba Solidarity Committee demonstrated in support of the Cuban teams, protesting
against what it called "the Winnipeg media's hostile and shameful targeting of Cuba's sports
delegation." Organizers of the games denied there was any politics involved in the games or any
unfair rules changes. However, halfway through the games, officials announced they were taking
measures to stop recruitment of Cuban athletes and to give them special security. Games president
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Don MacKenzie said sports agents were driving up and down the road next to the Cuban athletes'
quarters, shining flashlights in the windows to get their attention.

Gold medalist disqualified
Overshadowing the defections was the disqualification of Cuban high jumper Javier Sotomayor.
Games officials stripped him of his gold medal because he tested positive for cocaine. Cuban
officials defended Sotomayor, suggesting that the tests might have been rigged. The government
newspaper Granma said the US Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) or anti-Castro exiles from Miami
might have spiked the athlete's food or drink before the test was administered.
In all, seven athletes from various countries tested positive for drugs, including Sotomayor and
two Cuban gold-medal winners in weight lifting, William Vargas and Rolando Delgado, who
tested positive for anabolic steroids. The Canadian government's reaction to the Cuban complaints
was restrained. Patrick Parisot, press secretary to Prime Minister Jean Chretien, said Canada was
"disappointed" by Castro's July 26 accusations about rules changes and the remark about "enemy
territory."
The organizing committee for the games made the changes, not the Canadian government, he
said, and they were approved by the participating delegations, including Cuba. Chretien said the
Cuban complaints were designed to divert attention from the embarrassing defections. Cuban anger
subsided somewhat with Cuba's defeat of the US baseball team Aug. 2. In the final gold-medal
count, the US led with 106, Cuba was second with 69, and Canada third with 64. Castro modified his
tone and praised Canadian Foreign Affairs Minister Lloyd Axworthy for congratulating the Cuban
baseball team for its victory over the US.
But the following day, welcoming the baseball team home, Cuban Defense Minister Raul Castro
attacked the "globalized press," whom he called "hijos de puta," accusing foreign reporters of
distorting Cuban achievements at the games. Canada cooled its relations with Cuba after the trial in
March of four Cuban dissidents (see NotiCen, 1999-02-18).
In the aftermath, Chretien acknowledged a chill in formal relations. He suspended visits to Cuba by
high-level Canadian officials and announced that planned trade and assistance agreements were
under review. [Sources: El Nuevo Herald (Miami), 07/30/99; Spanish News Service EFE, 08/02/99,
08/04/99; The Washington Post, 08/04/99; Granma (Cuba), 07/26/99, 08/05/99; Notimex, 07/28/99,
8/03/99, 08/05/99, 08/06/99; Associated Press, 07/27/99, 07/28/99, 08/02/99, 08/03/99, 08/07/99,
08/08/99; The National Post (Canada), 08/08/99; Reuters, 07/30/99, 08/04/99, 08/08/99]
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